
In the dreadful concentration camp of Auschwitz in Poland during World War 2,

it was later told that the staff, at least, the more civil among them, tried to get

the inmates to forget their relatives and friends. They kept telling them to

think only of themselves, and tend only to their own needs, because that was

the key to survival. But what actually happened was the opposite. Those who

lived only for themselves had less chance of surviving, while those who lived

for a parent, a partner, a friend, had a better chance of getting out alive. It was

because of their love for another or others that they survived.

Love is at the heart of the Christian life, and this is reflected in our readings

today and throughout Eastertide. In our first reading from the Acts, we hear

how the early Christian community came to understand that in the new

covenant – race, religion, and whatever other fences we human beings have

built to separate ourselves from those whom we once thought were ‘different’

or not ‘our kind.’ The new community of Jesus Christ was to be an open one

where distinctions between people no longer counted for anything.

In the second reading from the book of Revelation, we are reminded that even

the barrier between life and death has been removed or at least transcended.

We can look forward to a new life, a new world, because God’s loving covenant,

God marriage with us, is permanent.

The Gospel appears to spell out our necessary response to such wonderful

realities. We are commanded to love one another as Christ loves us. It is

through our love that we too will survive and find freedom, both here and

hereafter. As the American Franciscan Richard Rohr puts it, ‘We are saved by

simply remaining in the one circle of life and love, and not by standing separate

or superior. This is the One Love that will lead and carry you across when you

die. If you are already at home with Love here, you will quite readily move into

the eternal home of Love, which most of us call heaven…….If you get love

here, you have found the eternal home base, and you will easily and naturally

live forever.’

(Richard Rohr, ‘Eager to Love: The Alternative Way of Francis of Assisi; pages 206 – 207)

I read somewhere the words of a doctor reflecting on the most profound and

intimate moments he had shared of people’s lives, including the end of those

lives. He said, ‘People facing death don’t think about what qualifications
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they’ve gained, or what positions they’ve held, or how much wealth they’ve

accumulated. At the end, what really matters is who you loved, and who loved

you.’

Being able to love others, being free from selfishness or self-centredness, is

what true humanity and selfhood is about. It is certainly what the gospel is

about and what, therefore, Christian life is about. In embracing the way of

Christ, the way of love, we reflect, however dimly, the nature of our Creator,

the Source and Ground of our being, the Mystery we call God.

St Paul, in his famous hymn of love which takes up the whole of the thirteenth

chapter of his first letter to the Corinthians, said, ‘If I am without love, I am

nothing.’ Love always demands the best of us and bring out the best in us,

giving us surprising courage and energy. While faith makes all things possible,

love makes all thing easy, or at least, easier. Love enables peace and justice to

become reality.  It is our connection to God and to one another in this life.

It is hardly surprising that another word for church is communion, and that an

act of communion is at the heart of our Christian worship and life. In sharing

the common bread and cup we identify and connect with Christ’s own act of

sacrificial love, committing ourselves again and again to his cause and way of

life.

For the Christian, then, there can never be any other choice, however costly

that choice may sometimes be. Our neighbour in the great commandment is

not just our fellow Christian or the person we happen to like and find it easy to

get on with. Our neighbour is also the stranger, the alien, the one who is a pain

in the neck, and the one whose life or lifestyle we may have a problem with.

The gospel and the commandment never said that love means that you have to

approve of everyone’s beliefs or behaviour or never be angered by their ways,

their mistakes or failures. But that is not the point. To love is to wish them

good, and as far as possible work for their good. To love means not turning

your back on anyone or wishing them ill. There can no self-created enemies or

‘not speaking to someone’ relationships in the Christian life. Love always offers

life, including our life, to others. It provides someone with a way back and an

open door when a rift or grievance has occurred.
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To refuse to love our neighbour, our fellow human being, is a serious sin. It is a

rejection of God and of life. In fact, it is a rejection of our own life. Because

love is the central characteristic of our true self, who we really are as created in

the image of God. When we fail to love, our humanity itself is diminished. We

have chosen not life but death. The only relationships that can exist in the

kingdom of God are those of love.

Today, as we continue to proclaim the wonderful Easter message that Christ is

risen, and that we too are resurrection people, people of hope and life, we are

in the Gospel brought back to Maundy Thursday. Maundy means mandate.

We are reminded of the Christian mandate which enables our Easter

celebration and our Christian witness to be authentic and effective. Jesus says

to his friends, his followers, ‘Love one another, just as I have loved you. It is by

your love for one another that everyone will know that you are my disciples.’
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